
THE FUNCTIONS OF A FOREIGN 
MISSION BOARD 
BY HENRY T. HODGKIN 

THE present time calls for an overhauling of much organiza- 
tion in order that the best results may be obtained from 
it. Our missionary organizations are no exceptions. The 
world crisis but emphasizes the need of our work as a whole, 
and therefore the need of each part being as perfect as 
possible. It is this conviction that has led to  the 
gathering together of certain thoughts won from experi- 
ence as missionary and as missionary secretary. They are 
coloured, of course, by the experience of the particular 
board (the Friends’ Foreign Mission Association) known 
t o  the writer, and for the sake of brevity may seem more 
dogmatically stated than is intended. 

The function of a mission board is here considered under 
three main heads, in relation to  (i) the individual candidate 
or missionary, (ii) the home Church and (iii) the mission in 
the field. Other aspects of its work which may be regarded 
as secondary are deliberately omitted from this paper, 
such as relations with government, and with other missions 
and boards. What I desire is not so much to press any 
particular definition of functions as to insist that the boards 
and all their members should set clearly before themselves 
what are their functions, should, from time to time, review 
their work in the light of such definitions, and should 
always watch their proceedings to see whether they are 
erring by excess or defect. The larger purposes of the 
board may be lost sight of if it allows itself to  be swamped 
in detail, and particularly in doing things better left to  
others. Never were greater problems before us. Never 
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was there greater need of detachment of mind in order 
that these may be faced with vigour and insight. As all 
of us on whom those heavy responsibilities rest find for 
ourselves the answer to  the problems here considered, 
we may hope that, as never before, the full value of 
the experience, wisdom, expert knowledge and spiritual 
vitality of the Church at  home may be made available for 
the building up of the kingdom of our Lord and Saviour 
Jesus Christ throughout the world. 

I 

Mission boards, or the committees out of which they 
have sprung, have in most cases been created in order t o  
deal with one or more individuals, who have heard the call 
to  missionary service, and who have needed some body of 
persons at home to ‘ hold the ropes.’ It should never be 
forgotten that the board is the child of the missionary, 
and not the missionary the child of the board. When the 
board, through the activity of its missionaries, has become 
responsible for extended missionary work, it may often be 
in the position of seeking candidates to  fill vacancies. Its 
first service, however, is to  send out those who are called. 
Because of the call that has come to  them, the Church at 
home has been awakened to its missionary duty. This is, 
I hold, the divine order, the call to  the individual reacting 
on the Church and the Church thus becoming inspired 
with something of the passion of the individual. This 
process may also be seen in great moral reforms, such 
as the anti-slavery and temperance movements, not less 
clearly than in foreign missions. 

Having, then, come into touch with the individual, the 
board must look with the utmost care into the nature of 
the call and the qualifications possessed by those who 
have such a ‘concern’ (to use the old Quaker phrase). 

’The Church Missionary Society is a notabIe exception to this, having been founded 
and having raised money before any missionaries were forthcoming. 
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It must act as the organ of the Church in determining 
whether it is well that  such concern should be encouraged 
or otherwise, and, in the event of concurrence with it, 
render every possible assistance to  the individual in pre- 
paring himself to carry it into effect. The Church can 
best win the non-Christian world by making it possible 
for Spirit-filled personalities to  live in places where the 
Gospel is not known. The supreme interpretation of God 
to  man was through a human personality. It therefore 
follows that the Church can have no higher function in 
relation to  the non-Christian world than that of enabling 
Gad to  speak there through human personalities trans- 
formed by the divine Spirit. 

It is 
generally recognized that constitutional weakness is often 
a bar t o  foreign service. It is not so generally recognized 
that certain forms of temperamental defect are fatal to  the 
highest success in missionary work. There can scarcely 
be any missionary secretary who would not say, in the 
light of experience, that  certain persons have gone out who, 
had all the results of their doing so been known beforehand, 
would not have been sent. The board should seek to  
discover whether there are such temperamental defects ; 
where they exist, it should be recognized that, if not over- 
come during missionary preparation, they are as clearly an 
indication that it is not God’s will that the person con- 
cerned should go abroad as is unsound health. The same 
considerations ought to prevail in regard to a candidate’s 
wife or fiancCe. In  a Christian country the existence of 
grave temperamental defects is counteracted by the fact 
that many other Christian people will probably be in the 
circle of friendship of any who are influenced by a particular 
individual. In  the mission field a man or woman often 
stands almost alone as the representative of Christian 
character. Moreover the failure to overcome tempera- 
mental defects very often argues failure in a full reception 
of and yielding t o  the divine will. 

The decision in each case is a very serious one. 
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It is also true that certain mental defects are serious 

disqualifications. My fear, however, would rather be lest 
such be overestimated. A nian or-woman of fair average 
intelligence, with the right temper and spiritual gifts, can 
do great service in the mission field. An obstinacy and 
unwillingness to learn, a persistence in maintaining one’s 
own view in spite of fresh knowledge, a marked inability 
to see the point of view of others, or a captious and critical 
habit of mind may be a sufficient reason for not sending 
out even one who has a strong sense of call and a genuine 
religious experience. 

The period of probation or candidature gives a unique 
opportunity for the discovery of such flaws in temperament 
or mental capacity, and the judgment of those responsible 
for such training should have great weight in determining 
the question of fitness for missionary service. It scarcely 
needs to be pointed out that every person who is sent into 
the mission field should be one who is manifestly under 
the constant influence of the Spirit of Christ, who has the 
passion for saving men and whose life witnesses to an ever 
expanding knowledge of God. 

The board’s duty is further to give full opportunity to 
each candidate to equip himself for the important and 
difficult work to which he is going. It is frequently urged 
that missionary preparation should not be prolonged. 
The ever-present need of the non-Christian world, the 
shortness of workers, some particular vacancy or some 
unexpected opportunity, the candidate’s own desire to go 
out at once, the idea that further preparation involves a 
criticism upon past preparation-all these and other con- 
siderations tend to  shorten the time. In facing this grave 
responsibility we may remind ourselves that for our Lord’s 
few short years of ministry He spent all His life, until He 
was thirty, in quiet, unseen preparation, not hurrying 
out at the first opportunity to undertake His great task. 
This thought may save us from impatience. A larger 
intellectual outlook, wider sympathies, a deeper knowledge 
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of the point of view of those to  whom he is going, an under- 
standing of some, at any rate, of the conditions which will 
be met and of how to  face them, definite training in aggres- 
sive religious work-all these, in the right spiritual environ- 
ment, are of the greatest importance. Many a missionary 
when looking back on his time of preparation regrets that 
he had not longer. I have never heard one say that he 
had too long. 

The mission board has, further, to  support in every 
possible way those who are representing the Church as 
foreign missionaries and to keep in personal touch with them. 
This function is one which should not be too much confined 
to official correspondence. It is well that members of the 
board should maintain personal friendly correspondence 
with missionaries in the field, although it is clear that on 
official matters and where there is any criticism of the 
action of the mission or of missionaries correspondence 
should be with the secretary. 

The first charge upon the funds contributed to  the board 
should be the sending out of missionaries who have a true 
‘concern’ and who are qualified for this service. Our 
schools, our preaching halls and our hospitals in the 
mission field are all simply the avenues through which the 
right type of human personality can be brought to  bear on 
other human personalities and so be the means of com- 
municating the Gospel. But even without all the para- 
phernalia of foreign missions the personality that is filled 
by the Spirit of God will always be a creative force in the 
mission field, and, in my opinion, it were better to  limit 
or reduce expenditure on the machinery, institutions, etc., 
than permanently to  hold back those who are in every way 
fitted to  go out into the mission field as representatives of 
the Church. At the same time this problem ought not ever 
t o  arise, for a constant stream of men and women should 
always bring with it support sufficient to  give them adequate 
opportunities for expressing their personality. 

The missionary should be made to feel not that he is the 
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' agent ' of a society, but that he has behind him in the 
work to  which God has called him a body of persons whose 
delight it is to  further that work in every possible way. 
Financial considerations often tend to prevent this being 
done, and the fact that the board is responsible for fixing 
and paying salaries or allowances may easily introduce a 
false relationship almost unwittingly. Some missionaries 
tend to  take the position of employee to  employer in their 
relation to  the board, and it is not inipossible for a board 
member or secretary to  accept the implied status. For the 
work to  be rightly done, it is essential that  this should be 
avoided. Close personal friendship and confidence, a shar- 
ing by the secretary with the missionary of the financial 
and other difficulties faced by the board and full consulta- 
tion in regard to field problems will help to  preserve a 
true sense of proportion. The organization of the board 
must not crush out the personal relationship. Everything 
possible should be done to  create and perpetuate the spirit 
of co-partnership in a common enterprise. 

When the missionary is on furlough, the board has 
an opportunity of peculiar importance. Board members 
should make a point of getting to  know some of their 
missionaries in a personal way and learning all they can of 
the work and the workers. Questions asked in the board- 
room sometimes betray a culpable ignorance most dis- 
heartening to the missionary who relies on the support 
by prayer, sympathy and knowledge of a t  least the actual 
members of the mission board. 

The mission board should see that missionaries on 
furlough have adequate rest, should provide such further 
facilities for education and preparation as they may need 
and should bring them into touch with the life of the home 
Church, both in order that they iiiay themselves be in- 
vigorated spiritually and also that they may have the 
opportunity of giving their message and enlarging the circle 
of those who will offer them continuous, sympathetic and 
prayerful support. 
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In connexion with my own board, a little group of 
furlough houses has recently been erected near our 
training institution. These houses are let furnished and 
fully provided to  missionaries on furlough, who are thus 
brought into touch with candidates and to  some extent 
with board members. They have facilities for study, and 
the cares of setting up a home in. England for a short 
time are reduced. The experiment has proved eminently 
successful and has been much appreciated by missionaries, 
as well as by candidates in training and by those who 
have a share in that training. 

I1 

In relation to  the home Church, the mission board is 
called upon not merely to  develop interest and knowledge 
in order to  secure support for its work. It should regard 
itself as the organ through which the Church expresses 
its niissionary spirit. As such, it has a very large re- 
sponsibility in helping to  maintain the highest possible 
missionary ideals within the Church. The information at 
its disposal should be used so as t o  inspire the Church for 
all its activities. The experience of the field should be 
made available for home work. In  particular, it should 
be recognized that the Christian message itself can never 
be fully understood and interpreted to  the world until 
all nations are brought under contribution, each giving 
its own distinctive element to  the whole. 

The board should present its work to  the home Church 
in such a way as t o  call forth its latent spiritual resources, 
t o  enlarge its vision and to  deepen its devotion to Christ. 
In  this way the mission board will serve all the activities 
of the home Church and the more evident it is that it is 
so serving the Church, the more ready will be the support 
of the specific work undertaken by the board. In 
emphasizing its own particular function in relation to  the 
non-Christian world, the board must avoid doing so in a 
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way which sets, or seenis to set, this function in opposition 
or rivalry to other functions of the Church. The call t o  
prayer, to  study, to generosity and to  personal service 
on behalf of foreign missions should be so sounded as t o  
raise: the whole level of the Church and to result in a 
large; response t o  other calls as well. The Church has a 
right to  receive from the field something, as it were, in 
return for that which she has given. It is, therefore, the 
duty of the mission board to give to the Church all that 
is possible in order to enrich and inspire the Church’s life 
and not simply to urge it to fill the coffers of the mission 
board. Many church members quite fail to realize what 
wonderful things the Church is doing to-day in distant 
lands. Through its literature, by the wise use of mis- 
sionaries on furlough and through the members of the 
board themselves passing on what they know, the mis- 
sionary work of the Church should be made to stand 
out and appeal t o  the imagination as instinct with life 
and hope. 

It may also be pointed out in this connexion that the 
board owes it t o  the Church to  seek her counsel in dealing 
with certain matters affecting church discipline that arise 
in the field. These questions when they arise give an 
opportunity for introducing the home Church to  the 
actual conditions abroad. In dealing with unchristian 
social customs, in seeking to formulate the faith in relation 
t o  a different world of thought, in modifying methods of 
worship or in considering proposals for church union, 
opportunities arise that will help the Church to realize 
the nature and implications of missionary service and to  
render, through her leaders and scholars in particular, a 
peculiar service to  the cause. It is for the board to see 
that such opportunities are not missed. 

At the present time mission boards should give special 
attention to the presentation of the work to the home 
Church. Tens of thousands of men have heard the call of 
their country to a service perilous and strenuous beyond 
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anything that they have hitherto attempted. In putting 
their hands to this terrible task they have gladly faced 
hardship, hunger, pain and death. The latent heroism 
of many who have never seemed to be other than very 
ordinary persons has been called out. In times of peace 
the Church of Christ ought to have been making such an 
appeal. When war is over, both men and women will 
look for some adequate sphere of service where they can 
throw in the whole of their manhood and womanhood for 
the sake of others. Will the Church be ready to utter 
the call 0 Much depends upon the way in which the mis- 
sionary enterprise is presented. Upon the mission boards 
falls the duty of making the appeal in living terms, not as 
an easy path, d m i z i n g  the sacrifice and smoothing the 
way, but as a great adventure of faith worthy of the 
best that can be given to it. 

I11 

We now come to what is, perhaps, the most difficult 
aspect of the subject, namely the relation of the board to 
the mission in the field. In most cases the missionary 
body is so constituted as to  maintain direct relationships 
in its corporate capacity With the home board. These 
relationships should be of the most intimate character, 
whilst necessarily maintained through minutes and official 
correspondence. There must never enter into the board’s 
attitude to the missionary body the spirit of dictatorship. 
The mission board is certainly the body through which 
the Church supports its ambassadors in the mission field 
and on it falls the duty of arranging hancial matters; 
but we have perpetually to remember that the two bodies 
are co-workers in a common enterprise. 

In order to  maintain the most satisfactory relation- 
ships, and still more in order that the work entrusted to  
these two bodies may be rightly done, each should clearly 
understand its own function and that of the other. Con- 
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fusion, irritation and waste must result, and have resulted, 
from failure to  define such functions and to  keep within 
them. 

The peculiar service which the board a t  home can 
render is in relation to  large questions of policy. It should 
be thoroughly well informed in regard to  detail-not in 
order that it may determine detail, but simply in order 
that  i t  may have the requisite knowledge for laying down 
broad policies and seeing that they are maintained. Such 
policies should be arrived at  after close consultation between 
the board and the missionary body, and should be those 
into which both equally enter. Under the extreme pressure 
of special needs, and of circumstances which could not be 
foreseen when the policy was laid down, there is not in- 
frequently a temptation on the part of missionaries to  press 
forward with work which is really in fundamental opposition 
t o  well-thought-out lines of policy. If the board begins to  
enter into every detail of the wark, discussing the pros and 
cons with the missionaries, it  may very easily lose sight of 
some large principles of policy which ought to  be maintained, 
and which it is the special function of the board to maintain. 

A request 
comes from the field for a grant in order t o  purchase some 
property in an outstation. A flourishing work is going 
forward but the small congregation is very poor. The 
premises hitherto rented are likely to  be sold over the 
head of the mission. No other place is availgble. A 
comparatively small sum of money will save the situation. 
A very good case is made out. The board that is moved 
mainly by its sympathies and that has its eye chiefly on 
detail may easily be persuaded to make the grant. The 
board that looks at principles first will see that in so doing 
it  would be taking upon itself a duty that belongs to  the 
Church in the field. I happen to  know a case where a 
refusal on these grounds of such a request, hard to  make 
and apparently likely to  lead to  the compulsory evacuation 
of the outstation, called forth a wholly unexpected response 

One or two examples may be worth giving. 



Functions of a Foreigtt Missioiz Board 393 
in the Church on the field and led to their securing the 
property and also building their own premises. 

Or again, a sudden widespread demand for education 
leads the mission, under immediate pressure, to  recommend 
a rapid increase of schools. ' Something must be done to  
meet the need.' What material is available must be used 
even though it be not the best. The board, asked to 
sanction such a proposal, may from the distance see more 
clearly than the missionary body that such an advance may 
be really a retrograde movement, involving a degradation 
of the level of education all round, the employment of non- 
Christian or partially qualified teachers and lack of adequate 
supervision. The real need may be the establishment in 
the first place of a normal school, or some other step calcu- 
lated to  lay the needed foundation for the increase of 
primary schools. 

In such cases it is, perhaps, necessary for the board to 
withhold consent or to counsel a policy of delay. Whether 
such action should be of an advisory or legislative character 
mill differ in different boards. It is always to be re- 
membered that certain factors in the situation will be 
known to the men on the spot as they cannot be known 
to board members. Generally speaking, I believe it is 
well to avoid any action which sets the board over against 
the mission. Clearly neither the missionaries nor the 
board can be asked to carry out policies with which they 
are not in agreement. Every effort should be made to 
convince rather than to  override, maintaining the ideal 
of the board and the mission as co-operating bodies. In 
education, in the relation of one department of mission 
work to another, in preserving a true balance, and in develop- 
ing the indigenous Church on sound lines, the board should 
be able to supply elements that may not be so fully repre- 
sented in the mission body. 

If the board is rightly to exercise these important 
functions, great care should be taken to secure as its 
members men and women with wide and up-to-date know- 
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ledge of education, students of church history, social 
workers at  home, doctors and men of affairs. It is well 
t o  add from time to time some of the younger leaders who 
can contribute new ideas and are in touch with modern 
movements. On my own board we have recently con- 
stituted an advisory committee on education which keeps 
in direct touch with educational missionaries, offers expert 
advice on curricula, supplies information about recent 
books, holds itself in readiness to  answer questions, and 
generally serves to link up missionary education with 
the best thought of the day. When missionaries are on 
furlough they attend board meetings, and, still more 
important, their expenses are paid in attending the com- 
mittees having charge of their own field. In these they 
take a full share with great advantage both to themselves 
and to the board. Care has, of course, to be exercised 
in order that the board may not be unduly influenced by a 
missionary on furlough who may differ from action taken 
by the mission on the field. 

The board should also from time to time undertake 
careful inquiries into particular problems. In the case of 
my own board two such have recently been carried through- 
one into self -support and another into educational work. 
A great deal of work has been involved. Principles have 
been studied as stated by missionaries and missionary 
leaders. The application of these to our own particular 
problem has been considered, and certain recommenda- 
tions have been sent to the fields for their consideration, 
which have proved to  be of considerable value to the mis- 
sion as well as to  the b0ard.l An investigation which 
seems peculiarly needed at  the present time, and one likely 
to  be most fruitful, is on the relation of the missionary to  
the social and economic conditions in the East, in order t o  
bring to bear the best experience of the West in a more 
practical and living way. Such investigations draw the 

'1 should be glad to send reports of these investigations to any person spechlly 
interested.-H. T. H. 
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attention of missionaries to  the deeper problems of their 
work, they are of great educational value to the board, 
and they serve to bring about an interchange of thought 
and experience between the different fields and to use the 
experience of other missions. m e  board may also work 
out, in consultation with the mission, a definite and detailed 
policy for a field for a certain period and revise it periodic- 
ally. Once adopted, it should be the duty of the board to 
see that it is not departed from unless good cause be shown. 

Within the compass of this paper it is impossible fully 
to  deal with the relation of the board to the Church in the 
mission field. My own view is that this relationship should 
be through the mission rather than direct, the board 
seeking to show that it regards the Church as an inde- 
pendent body and in no sense as dependent upon the board. 
Especially should this attitude be observed in regard to 
questions of union in the mission field. The board should 
franldy recognize the fact that the real problem of church 
unity is one which must, in the last resort, be decided by 
the indigenous Church, and not by the mission board or 
even by the missionaries. It is natural, however, that the 
Church on the field should look to  the missionary body and 
to the mission board for some advice and guidance in deal- 
ing with so critical a question. The tendency of the mission 
board will probably be to safeguard any movement towards 
unity and to  magnify the advantage which comes from 
the larger experience of an older Church. It seems to  me 
that there is in this a very real danger. The Churches of 
the mission field, where they have been rightly founded, 
are in what might be termed a nascent condition. We 
know that nascent elements have the peculiar power of 
combining to form chemical compounds. The nascent 
Churches on the mission field have, I believe, the inherent 
power of combining and the natural instinct which leads 
to such combination. There can be no doubt that the 
kingdom of God would be greatly furthered if the Church 
were to be united. May not the way to union be found 
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through leaving these nascent elements free to  combine, 
ourselves looking out for the lessons which we may learn 
as we watch the process, rather than hedging around the 
process of combining with so many limitations, and with 
such cautions won from our own timid experience, that  
the nascent stage is passed without any combination being 
made and the opportunity of learning the secrets of unity 
is gone for ever ? It is generally recognized that we are 
watching in the mission field the same kind of processes as 
those which took place in the life of the Church during the 
first century of its existence. There is the same exuberant 
faith, the same triumph over evil spirits and the same hand- 
to-hand conflict with gross sins even in the Church itself. 
Great though the lessons be which are to be drawn from 
the experience of the long history of the Church, we find 
certain characteristics in the first generation which we seem 
to  long for in vain in our organized Christian life in the 
West. May not these characteristics be the very thing 
which, if we could but leave the Churches on the mission 
field more t o  themselves, would solve for us the problem of 
church unity and many other problems too, perchance? 
The policy, therefore, for which I would plead is that each 
mission board should seek through its missionaries to  give 
the full Gospel, as we see it, to  the Church, and to  avoid 
anything like watering it down in order that  there might be 
a dead uniformity in our message, but, a t  the same time, t o  
leave the Church t o  which we give this gift unfettered in its 
groping after unity. Combinations might be formed which 
\vould startle us : actions might be taken which would seem 
to us contrary tci our disciplines and our rubrics: things 
which we should call gross inistakes might be made. But 
if, as  we surely believe, the Spirit of God is in His Church, 
may He not, through such experiences, lead us all into 
a truer understanding of His will for His children ? 

HENRY T. HODGEIN 




